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Two centuries ago, the Okanagan Valley was a hard place to get to, and equally 
di  cult to leave. Mountains to the west and the east posed a huge challenge when 
people had to go either by foot, horseback, boat, or wagon. Within the valley, the 
Indigenous peoples travelled to collect food and trade with the neighbours. A er 
1811, Europeans started travelling the valley too, supplying furs to trading posts at 
the Coast and, a er 1858, livestock to the gold  elds in the interior.
Life Before Rail
Trail Blazers
(le ) In the 1820s Hudson’s Bay Company men 
used adzes and hoes to widen an Indigenous path 
along the west side of Lake Okanagan. Every year 
this Fur Brigade Trail was followed by 200-300 
packhorses carrying everything from fur and trade 
goods to mail and tools. Each horse carried 180 lbs 
of gear. Many were lost to accidents and exhaustion. Photo: Hudson’s Bay Company Archives, Archives of Manitoba, “Pack Trains,” 1987/363-P-1/6B
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Up & Over
At its north end the Okanagan is not one valley, but two: Lake Okanagan is on one side, and 
Kalamalka Lake and Wood Lake (Pelmewash) are on the other. For generations the Indigenous Syilx 
people collected food around Kalamalka (right) during the summer to eat in Penticton, their winter 
village 120 kilometres to the south. How did they make the journey? First they paddled to the south 
end of Kalamalka.  ere they ran their dugouts across the isthmus to Pelmewash over a mesh of 
branches and poles.  ey then paddled to the southwest corner of Pelmewash, portaged everything 
up and over the hill to Lake Okanagan, and launched their dugouts again. (See       on the map, p. 19.)2
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 e Canadian Paci c Railway (CPR)
In 1885, the last spike was driven into the CPR, a 
transcontinental railway that sliced clean through 
BC’s mountains.  e CPR station closest to the 
Okanagan Valley was at Sicamous, 82 kilometres 
north of Vernon. It took years to get the money 
and land to lay track between the two towns.  e 
“Shuswap and Okanagan Railroad” (above)  nally 
reached Vernon in 1891. People, goods, and money 
soon followed.  e Okanagan’s isolation had ended.
Hoo ng It
After 1860, cattle ranchers bought up big spreads in the Okanagan to feed the Interior’s 
growing mining towns. For droving, many buckaroos rode short, wiry horses (“cayuses”) 
purchased from the local Indigenous people. (right) A “democrat” wagon on the way to 
Vernon encounters a cattle drive near present-day Oyama around 1900.
“[I drove] a three-seated democrat behind four horses …. 
about 280 miles a week, sometimes over roads so bad that 
it taxed the strength and courage of the best horses, tugging 
long hours through mud and slush in the winter months; in 
the summer there was the heat and dust. Passengers were 
charged ten cents per mile, and extra for excess baggage.” 
Robert S. Hall, stagecoach driver
 Photo: Lake Country Museum & Archives, Bill Smith Collection 
Photo of Kalamalka Lake courtesy of Patrick Fleming, https://bcmtnman. les.wordpress.com
From Trails to Roads
Steers could walk to market, but large quantities of grain, mail, and manufactured goods 
had to go by wagon, and that required roads. By 1875, a wagon road through O’Keefe Ranch 
connected the Mission (Kelowna), Priest Valley (Vernon), and Kamloops. Stagecoaches rattled 
over it (below), some with as many as ten passengers and drawn by six horses. 
Photo: Okanagan Archive Trust Society #CBT 00 (detail).
Robert S. Hall, “Pioneering,” Okanagan Historical Society Annual Report 19 (1955), 108.




With the coming of the railway, farming of a di erent sort blossomed in the 
Okanagan. Big ranches were sold o  in 5-40 acre parcels to vegetable and fruit-
growers, who could sell their products to Vancouver, Calgary, or even farther a eld. 
 e trick was to get the crop from scores of 
scattered homesteads to the train station. 
 at was o en the job of steamboats.
Not Just a Lake, It’s a Highway
Aberdeen, Okanagan, and Sicamous ran from Okanagan Landing to Penticton. 
In this photo, having stilled her engine, Sicamous glides up to the wharf at 
Okanagan Centre.  e steamboats swung in at homesteads as well. All you 
had to do was hang out a  ag or light a  re on the beach.  e ships drew so 
little water, they could nose into the shore and throw down a gangplank. 
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First Stop – Okanagan Landing
Instead of continuing south from Vernon, the CPR  rst bent west, to Okanagan Landing. 
It became a miniature port, where goods and travellers transferred from railroad to 
steam-driven paddlewheelers – a busy place, seen here on a very quiet day.
Photo: Okanagan Archives Trust Society, #CPOK 017
Photo: Okanagan Archive Trust Society  #CPR 182 / 
Lake Country Museum & Archives, #1997.000.050
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Tugs & Barges, Too
As early as 1908, many lakeside towns were shifting tons and tons of cargo by rail car. The cars were loaded with fruit and vegetables 
at the water’s edge, then winched aboard rail barges that steam tugboats pushed up to Okanagan Landing. When the lake froze 
over, the barges made good icebreakers as well. (below) An array of steamboats swarm around Penticton’s wharf in about 1910. 
SS Sicamous: Launched 1914. Capacity: 900 tons of freight and 500 
passengers, plus 36 steam-heated staterooms. Unlike the other two, which 
were built at Okanagan Landing, Sicamous was built in Port Arthur, Ontario 
(now Thunder Bay) and shipped by train to Okanagan Landing for assembly.Steamboat Alley    Each steamboat surpassed the last in both size and performance. Diagrams courtesy of Robert Turner.
SS Aberdeen: Launched 1893. Capacity: 200 tons of 
freight and 250 passengers.
SS Okanagan: Launched 1907. Capacity: 679 tons of freight and 400 
passengers. This “greyhound” could do 34 km (21 miles) per hour.
SS Okanagan
Rail barge SS Aberdeen
Steam tug SS York
Reefer Madness!
Freight cars came in many varieties. There were stock cars for cattle, hoppers for coal, and  at decks for 
lumber and quarried stone. To ship fruit and vegetables long distances, refrigerator cars (“reefers”) were 
the key (below). Each car took about 10,000 lbs of ice, dumped in chunks into bunkers through hatches 
at both ends of the roof. Then air around the ice would cool, fall, and enter the load space through vents 
in the wall and  oor, displacing the warm air. Every 24 hours, the car might have to stop to be re-iced. 
Image: Public domain.
City of Penticton Museum, PMA5180
Water Before Rail
A railway linking Vernon to Kelowna was delayed for years. In the meantime, people in Lake Country 
got moving. A canal was cut to connect Kalamalka and Wood lakes in 1908, and then steam tugs like 
City of Vernon swung into action (above). From the lakeshore they collected booms of local timber, 
or scows loaded with boxes of fruit, then pushed them through the canal and on to the north end of 
Kalamalka. A fully-loaded scow carried 660 apple boxes!                         Photo: Lake Country Museum: 2014.57.31.02.
“Water Before Rail” is one of a series of 
heritage markers along the Okanagan Rail 
Trail, the route which the railway once 
took between Vernon and Kelowna. They 
were funded in part by the Province of 
British Columbia with a Canada150 grant.
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Tapping the Valley’s Riches
In addition to fruits and greens, soon lumber, livestock, grain, and minerals were 
rolling out of the valley in quantity. Much went to the Prairies, where hundreds of 
new towns and villages were getting started. With the outbreak of World War I, 
even soldiers joined the Okanagan’s list of “exports.”
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O  to War
Over 1800 men from the Okanagan Valley (population 15,000 in 1914) 
enlisted for service overseas in World War I. For most, the  rst stop 
was Camp Vernon for basic training. (below) In March 1915, 
Vernon residents say their goodbyes to soldiers 
departing for more training in Victoria.
Photo courtesy of Fresh Valley Farms, Armstrong.
An Upswing in Agriculture
(left and below) Newspaper reports tell of an agricultural boom. 
Enderby’s Columbia Flouring Mills shipped products west, even to 
Japan. Packing houses in Armstrong processed local celery, lettuce, 
and cabbage (and later, asparagus) for shipment west and east. 
Wooden Kingdom
In Enderby the coming of 
the railway unleashed the 
logging industry. Sawmills 
turned timber from the sur-
rounding forests into lumber 
for sale to customers on the 
Prairies and in the valley. By 
1921, it took 400 boxcars just 
to move the wood “shooks” 
used to make fruit boxes in 
the Okanagan.
While beef cattle remained 
important, especially on the 
high rangelands, pig and sheep 
farming prospered on the valley 
 oor. Without the railway, such 




 1905, p. 2
Creston Review, Jul
y 6, 1917, p. 5
Creston Review, April 13, 1917, p. 5
Photo: Ted Hoyte Collection.6
Imports as well as Exports
The railway was also a way to bring valuable 
resources into the Okanagan. The coal being 
loaded aboard SS Sicamous at Okanagan Landing 
(above) came from Alberta. Suitable coal from BC 
mines had too far to come. Another import was 
ice for the refrigerator cars. Some was cut from 
Lucerne Lake high in the Rockies. This ended in 
the 1920s, after an ice-making plant was built 
in Vernon.
“Fair, Dirt, Poor When Wet”
At the turn of the century, a network of crude roads spidered out around the Okanagan to meet the needs of farmers. You needed 
roads to build irrigation networks, roads to deliver the crop to the packinghouse or cannery, and roads to haul lumber. Road-building 
meant felling trees, pulling or blasting aside rocks, and dragging a grader behind a horse team. Tar was sometimes mixed with sand to 
keep the dust down. (above) This is how the junction of the roads to Vernon and Okanagan Centre looked on a good day in the 1920s. 
To drive from the Okanagan to the Coast, the only way was through Kamloops or Washington State. That did not change until 1949.
Big Money
The orchards on this horizon tell a tale of changing land values. Intensive fruit and 
vegetable farming drove up the price of land in the valley. It cost a lot of money to 
introduce irrigation  umes and ditches, buy trees, and spray against pests. Moreover, 
orchardists had to wait – 6 or 7 years – for their trees to mature. Only after the First 
World War did really big volumes of fruit begin to pour out of the Okanagan.
Photo: Lake Country Museum & Archives, #2005.000.005.
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Source: City of Penticton Museum, 
PMA 3325 (colourized).
Photo courtesy of Okanagan Archive Trust Society, #KVR 192.
 e Kettle Valley Railway
 e construction of the Okanagan’s second major railway started in 1910. 
 e Kettle Valley Railway (KVR) was built over, around, and through 
rugged mountains to connect Vancouver with mines in BC’s southern 
interior. (It was a project of the CPR; no other party had the skills and 
money to build and maintain such a railway.) Completed in 1916, the 
KVR made Penticton its headquarters and employed hundreds of local 
people. It carried copper, lead, zinc, lumber, fruit and vegetables – and 
tourists attracted by the Okanagan’s hot, dry summers as well as the 
spectacular sights at places like Myra Canyon (le ).  e arrival of the 
 rst KVR locomotive in Penticton in May 1915 was a sensation (below). 
Another ten years would pass before Kelowna greeted its  rst train.
Photo: Okanagan Archive Trust Society #CPR 057.
Penticton townsfolks came to meet the train in carriages, 
cars, and even on bicycles. While steampower did the heavy 
lifting along a few major routes, short hauls were the work of 
good ol’ horsepower and, starting in 1904, the automobile. 
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Only in September 1925 did a railway from Vernon to Kelowna 
 nally get completed. By then, the valley was bursting with apples, 
cherries, pears, peaches, and apricots. Packinghouses sprang 
up beside new train stations from Kelowna to Lumby Junction. 
Especially in summer and during the fall rush, the “Okanagan Fruit 
Train” whisked o  loads to the Prairies, Vancouver, even Britain. 
 e Main Route for Fruit
“ ere is a feeling of 
  satisfaction in seeing this 
   train load of fruit roaring 
     through at express speed.” 
Country Life in B.C.,
           October 1937
The “Pioneer”
The Pioneer Train turned track-laying into an assembly line. Near the back was 
a small locomotive, pushing  atcars loaded with ties and rails. One by one, they were 
rolled forward along narrow, steam-powered “trams” to the  waiting track crew, ties on the 
right, rails on the left. From the derrick on the lead car, a boom was used to swing the rails into 
position. After the rails were spiked down, the train nosed forward over the new track, and the next 
section was commenced. With this system, 110 men laid over three kilometres of track a day.
Working on the Railroad
A railroad between Vernon and Kelowna was not nearly 
so di  cult or costly to build as the KVR. But World War I 
and a postwar recession “held up the train.” So did rivalry 
between railway companies. Once the CPR and the new 
Canadian National Railway (CNR) agreed to share the 
track, however, the job was completed in months.
Photo credits, p. 8: (above) Kelowna Public Archives: KPA#5630; (right) Okanagan Archive Trust Society CNR 001. Photo credits, p. 9 (counter-clockwise 
from top right): SVSeekins.wordpress.com; photo 1 -  Ron Taylor Collection; photo 2 - Lake Country Museum & Archives #2009.003.007; photo 3 - Down 






5Afternoon, the next day: The train pulls into Edmonton, the fruit is unloaded and trucked to green grocers for sale.
How to Get an Apple to Edmonton in 36 hours
With the railroad’s arrival in Kelowna, the quantity of fruit exported from the 
valley took o . Fruit delivered to the station on Tuesday a ernoon reached Edmonton 
by Wednesday a ernoon, Winnipeg by  ursday a ernoon, and Toronto by Saturday morning. 
 is Okanagan Fruit Train ran twice daily summer and fall.  e barge service on Lake 
Okanagan enabled even growers around Penticton to send their fruit to market by express.
2Noon: The boxes go by wagon, tractor, or truck to the packinghouse. They are emptied onto conveyor belts, graded by size and 
colour, wrapped in paper and packed in new boxes.
1Morning: From 12-foot ladders the apples are picked and put in a wooden box. Once full, each 
box weighs about 40 lbs (18 kg).
(above, photos 1 and 2) Fruit picking and packing at 
Rainbow Ranche in Okanagan Centre in the 1920s. 
(photo 3) Loading apple boxes at Rutland Train Station, 
1934. (photo 4) CP 569 departs Kelowna in the 1940s. 
(photo 5) A Safeway grocery store in Edmonton in the 
1930s. (below) A sign at the Kelowna railyard reminds 
fruit growers about the delivery deadline.
4Evening: A mixed train of freight, mail, and passenger cars leaves Kelowna. In Sicamous, the freight cars get switched to a more powerful train to cross the Rockies.
3 Afternoon: The boxes are loaded onto refrigerator cars parked outside the packinghouse – 840 boxes per car. At some locations, the cars are then shunted behind a waiting 




David Davies Railway Collection, 
CNR Kelowna, 1978. Northern BC 
Archives & Special Collections, Acc. 
No. 2013.6.36.1.043.13
(left) CN locomotive 983 hauls empty 
refrigerator cars south along 
Kalamalka Lake to Kelowna.
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On the Win eld station platform, 
Sid and Anne Land (far left) send 
son Ian and cousin Roger McDon-
nell back to school in Vancouver 
after Easter break. Total luggage: 
three pieces of  “carry-on.”  
(below) In Vernon, newlyweds 
Doris and Albert Berry depart 
for Okanagan Landing. There 
they will board the SS Sicamous 
for a honeymoon trip around 
Okanagan Lake.
“O  on the Train” is one of a series of 
heritage markers along the Okanagan Rail 
Trail, the route which the railway once 
took between Vernon and Kelowna. They 
were funded in part by the Province of 
British Columbia with a  Canada150 grant.
O  on the Train
Right on Schedule
 e daily CPR train rolled into Kelowna from 
Sicamous at 2:15 pm and le  at 3:50 pm.  e 
CNR train arrived in Kelowna from Kamloops at 
10:40 am and departed again at 5:15. To get from 
Kelowna to Vernon took 1½ hours, due to all the 
whistle stops in between: Rutland, Postill, 
Win eld, Oyama, Kalamalka, and 
Lumby Junction.  e train did about 
64 km (40 miles) per hour – pokey by 
today’s standards, but fast back then.
“In the day-coach or colonist car … one 
could eat lunches brought on board, or 
buy fruit, chocolate bars, magazines 
and newspapers from the ‘newsy’.”
Staying on time was critical to running a railway safely and 
e  ciently. Thousands of CPR employees required expensive 
watches, like the Waltham (right), which were strong, easy to read, 
and would gain or lose no more than 30 seconds a week. They did not 
adjust their watches; that was the job of the watch inspector, who regularly 
checked each watch to see how much it had deviated from the right time.
Photos: Lake Country Museum 2008.000.094b (Land family), Ted Hoyte Collection (Berry newlyweds), 
public domain (watch).
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 e arrival of the railroad gave people in the Okanagan “longer legs” than ever before. 
At last they could travel without getting sore, bounced, jostled, or  lthy. People took 
the train up, down, in and out of the valley for business and pleasure.  e sound of its 
whistle meant something big and exciting was just around the bend.
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(left) Hobos were an everyday sight on 
freight trains. (left, below) People in 
Armstrong paid 15 cents to go to Vernon 
in the morning and return later in the day. 
The return ticket from Rutland to Kelowna 
was 25 cents. (right) For passengers 
who rode “ rst class,” the dining car was 
a miniature restaurant, with waiters, 
menus, silverware, and china.
Photos (right): Collections Canada MIKAN 3380557, 
a048397-v8; (left) Public domain.
Wartime
During World War II, the trains 
became crowded with troops, 
supplies, and equipment. Passenger 
trains  lled up with soldiers on 
leave. Gasoline and rubber were 
both critical to the war e ort, so 
even more people parked their cars 
and took the train. (right) Well a er 
the war, army cadets still travelled 
to and from Vernon by train. 
CN colonist cars deliver cadets to Vernon train station, 1955. 
Photo: Capt. Cam LeBlond (Army Cadet History).
4
At a time when even telephones were scarce, people sent lots of letters. Many 
went into railway mailcars (above), to be sorted and cancelled as trains sped down 
the tracks. (left) Envelopes marked “S&O RPO” were sorted at the Shuswap and 
Okanagan Railroad Post O  ce. “KEL & SIC” means the Kelowna and Sicamous RPO.
Photo courtesy of Vancouver Heritage Club.
“ ey were wonderful meals – CPR meals – with 
silverware and white linen tablecloths and napkins.”
Letters courtesy of Roy Heinrichs and the 
Okanagan Mainline Philatelic Association.
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 e railroad changed the Okanagan in looks, sound, and smell. Once-quiet 
shorelines fumed, clanked, and roared; the lake waters churned; woodlands and 
wetlands gave way to orchards, roads, and towns. Right through the 1950s, few 
people questioned how much all this was costing the valley.
An Altered Landscape
Hot Stu 
In addition to gas, the burning of coal sent 
o  red-hot cinders. (above) On April 3, 1913, 
the Kelowna Record reported how the cinders 
blown from locomotive smokestacks and 
other railway operations already were prime 
culprits for many of BC’s forest  res. (below) 
SS Sicamous steams up at the Summerland 
wharf in the early 1920s. Otto Estabrooks, a 
captain of many steamboats, remembered 
how dirty they were. The Sicamous was the 
only one that could trap, rather than expel a  
“devil’s brew” of oil and water.
“When nearing the landing the engines would be thrown to full reverse, exhausting this 
cylinder brew [of oil and condensed steam] via the smoke stack into the open air. With the 
wind in the right direction this coughed up dirty mess could descend silently on patrons 
waiting to board the boat.” Otto L. Estabrooks
 e Big Smoke
Steam engines went through huge amounts of coal and, a er 1920, oil.  e engine 
on SS Sicamous burned 17 tons of coal every 24 hours. So wherever steam engines 
went, they trailed plumes of dark smoke: blends of water vapour, soot, carbon 
dioxide, and sulphur. It coated rail cars and their immediate surroundings. 
Diesel engines did the same, less visibly. In 1995, Kelowna’s CN rail yards 
were sold to a housing developer.  e entire 10 hectares (25 acres) were 
found to be contaminated with hydrocarbons and heavy metals that 
had to be cleared away before construction could begin.
Still from the  lm “Seeing Canada,” Library and Archives 
Canada. British Columbia Archives & Records Service fonds, 
1985-0181, IDC 4418. https://youtube.com/U5YFD_vg8Ko
(right) Kelowna Record, courtesy of the UBC Library 
Digitization Centre and its generous donors.
Captain Otto L. Estabrooks, “Some Reasons for Stern Wheel Boats on Okanagan Lake,” Okanagan 
Historical Society Annual Report 32 (1968), 30. Photo: Okanagan Archive Trust Society #CPR 050B
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Space Invaders
Unlike other apple-growing areas of western North America, the Okanagan 
was free of codling moth at the turn of the 20th Century. Not for long. In the 
1910s, the larvae rode into the valley in the nooks and crannies of CPR refrigerator 
cars. ( e cars were used all over, including places in which the pest was rampant.) 
Orchardists fought back by spraying their fruit, evermore frequently and thor-
oughly, with compounds like arsenate of lead.  e spray also killed honey bees 
and contaminated the soil. Only in the 1950s, did a new insecticide brie y give 
growers the upper hand – the now notorious DDT.
Photo: Lake Country Museum & Archives #2010.002.019
Photo: British Columbia 
Ministry of Agriculture
Deforestation
It takes a lot of lumber to build 
a railway. Soaked in creosote, 
ties and bridge timbers (above) 
could resist moisture and 
insects for up to 40 years. What 
didn’t last were the fruit boxes 
(right). Fruit growers in the 
Okanagan and elsewhere went 
through them by the hundreds 
of thousands, then by the 
millions every year. To avoid 
bruising the crop, growers 
long insisted on knot-free 
wood.  ese practices were a 
big factor in the depletion of 
the valley’s once-magni cent 
stands of Ponderosa pine. 
6
Photos: (above) Lake Country Museum & Archives 
#2010.002.036, (right) Artifacts from the Lake Country 
Museum & Archives, courtesy of Geo rey Broughton.
Inhospitable Habitat
The train tracks carved 
a path along or through 
wetlands, lakes, woods, 
and grasslands used by 
 sh, wildlife, and people for 
countless years. How many were 
struck by passing trains is unclear. For 
sure, numerous places once used to get 
water, lay eggs,  sh, migrate, or simply 
go for a swim were transformed into 
tra  c corridors or industrial zones. 
Around 1950, Harry Gibbons and his crew get ready to move o  from Canyon 
Creek near Kelowna with a load of railroad ties. Photo: Duane Thomson.
Photo courtesy of Ryan Van Veen Photography.
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Farewell First to Coal,  en to Steam
(right) In 1936, the CPR’s new, oil-
 red 3001 Streamliner roars through 
Glenmore on a cross-Canada tour. When 
 ring a locomotive’s boiler, oil carried 
far more “punch per pound” than coal 
did. A er World War II, things changed 
again. Canada’s railways swapped their steam 
engines for diesel-electrics.  ese machines 
required less crew, less maintenance, and way 
way less fuel (less than half the cost of fueling 
a steam engine). Nevertheless, tugs on Lake 
Okanagan were still using steam engines in 1961.
8
Photo: Okanagan Archive Trust Society, #CPOK 007a.
More & Better
Railroad Requiem
 e rail line from Vernon to Kelowna outmatched Lake 
Okanagan’s big steamboats in both speed and capacity. SS 
Okanagan was retired in 1934 and Sicamous soon a er. 
In a photo from the 1940s (le ), Sicamous rocks quietly 
at Okanagan Landing, whose once-busy railyard is just a 
shadow on the landscape.
In the 1930s and 1940s, railways in the Okanagan reached peak performance.  ey 
put those glamorous steamboats out of business and supported the growth of a big 
food processing industry in the valley.
Onward & Upward
To haul more goods further, faster, and 
cheaper, railway companies steadily 
introduced more powerful locomotives. 
Freight cars were improved as well, to 
reduce their resistance to rolling. 
In the 1970s, the standard 
locomotive could do 1½ times 
as much work as one in the 1920s. One way to compare locomotives is in terms of their 
“tractive e ort” (their pulling force, or lbf). If we imagine a 
contest between three engines, pulling freight cars of the 
same type over a  at terrain, #416 could pull 40, #5118 
could pull 50, and #4151 could pull 60. (Classy #3001, 
below, would fare poorly in this contest. It was built to 
move passengers at speed, not to pull freight.)
CN #416: steam locomotive, built 1914. The  rst 
engine to arrive in Kelowna, 1925. (See back cover.)
CN #4151: diesel-electric GP9, built in 1959.  It 
worked in the Okanagan in the 1970s. (See p. 17.)
CN #5118: steam locomotive, built 1919. It 





Big Business in Food Processing
In Kelowna and Vernon, processing plants for fruit and vegetables relied on rail to bring 
in supplies and send out  nished goods. (right) A Sun-Rype employee uses a wooden 
fork to gently li  down rows of gleaming 48-oz. steel cans, shipped to Kelowna in a 
boxcar. Along the conveyor to his le , the cans will roll to the juice plant to be  lled. 
(below) In Vernon, Bulman’s Ltd. started dehydrating fruit and vegetables in 1926. 
Within 20 years, it was Canada’s biggest vegetable dehydrator.
 Photos: (above) Kelowna Public Archives: KPA#1516, and (be-
low) the back cover of the recipe book  “Bulmans Dehydrated 
Vegetables,” Mary Leah de Zwart Collection.
14
Waste Solutions
(left) In October 1954, a neon sign in Vancouver celebrates the arrival of fresh McIntosh 
apples from the Okanagan Valley. For decades, however, vast amounts of damaged or 
misshapen fruit were not shipped or sold. Instead, they were dumped on the ground 
or into the lakes by packinghouses, as at Oyama (right). Finally in 1937, growers 
began to ship their “culls” to local canneries to be turned into fruit juice and pie  lling. 
A leader in this industry recently celebrated its 70th anniversary: Kelowna’s Sun-Rype.
1
(left) An artist’s depiction of 
Bulman’s plant and trackside 
loading platform in 1947. The 
landscape is fanciful (it was 
an industrial zone), but the 
products were not. Bulman’s 
sometimes employed over 200 
people dehydrating carrots, 
parsnips, beets, potatoes, 
onions, cabbage, and peppers. 
Canned tomatoes and aspara-
gus were also big items. 
In 1946, thousands of boxes of cull fruit arrive by truck and by rail at the Okanagan Fruit Juice 
Company’s plant (soon to be Sun-Rype) in Kelowna’s north end, bound for the juicer.
Photos: (above) Vancouver Public Library, Artray Collection, 
Accession Nr. 82644 (detail), (below) Sun-Rype Food Products Ltd.
Photo: Lake Country Museum and Archives, 2007.012.007.
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In 1949, the best way to move people and goods in quantity 
over long distances was by rail. A er that, its contenders steadily 
gained ground. Cars, buses, and trucks went more places in more ways, 
cheaper and faster.  en airplanes squeezed the railway out of still more 
business. By 2013, nearly every track in the Okanagan was silent.
End of the Line?
(above) A worm’s eye view of a 
Curtiss JN-4, the  rst plane to make 
it through BC’s mountains. Public 
Domain. (below) A 1950s Greyhound 
Bus advertisement (detail).
Photo: Kelowna Public Archives: KPA#757. 11
Asphalt Galore
As early as 1926, an unpaved “Okanagan Highway” ran the length of the 
valley. In 1949 the paving of the road was  nally completed. Moreover,  
second stretch of new blacktop, the Hope-Princeton Highway, connected 
the valley to the coast.  en a third, the Rogers Pass Highway, crossed 
the Rocky Mountains in 1962. Car and truck travel surged. 
Kelowna Gets an Airport
The mountain ranges that discouraged land travel to the Okanagan posed the same barrier 
to  ight. The  rst person to  y into the valley from the coast was Captain Ernie Hoy, in a 
Curtis JN-4 Jenny. He landed at Vernon’s air eld in August 1919, then followed train tracks 
through the Rockies to reach Calgary. Only World War II and the mass-production of the 
twin-propeller Douglas DC-3  nally outdid BC’s mountains. A DC-3  ew in to celebrate 
the Grand Opening of Ellison Field north of Kelowna in1949 (below). Thousands of people 
drove their cars out to witness the event, creating a tra  c jam nine miles long. 
In 1954 the Post O  ce turned to trucks 
instead of trains to haul mail from 
Kelowna to Kamloops. Nine years later, 
CN turned over its passenger service to 
Kelowna to Greyhound (right).
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5
 Photo courtesy of John McDonald and infonews.ca.
In 1989, the KVR ceased operations. On a 10-km segment near Summerland, a heritage railway 
operates in the spring, summer, and fall. In 2013, the tracks across Lake Country went silent  
too, and the railway itself was torn up two years later (left). A non-pro t society, the Okanagan 
Rail Trail Initiative, has been working to turn the rail corridor from Lumby Junction to Kelowna 
into a trail for hikers and cyclists.
Just Truckin’
In the 1950s, more and 
more fruit le  the valley 
by truck instead of rail.  
(right) Eddie DeMarr 
stops his 54 Kenilworth in 
Westbank while hauling 
18,000 kg (40,000 lbs) of 
apples to Dawson Creek. 
By 1990, local trains were 
moving no fruit at all.
Photo: Bruce Harger and Hank Suderman, “BC Line Drivers Pre-1965 
Collection,” http://www.hankstruckpictures.com.
Sole Survivor
(below) In June 1975, CN #4151 stops at Vernon train station while hauling 
freight from Lumby to Kamloops.  e engines are diesel-electric GP9s, a 
standard “workhorse” back then, but much more powerful than the steam 
engines  rst used on this line. (See chart, p. 14.) Today, it is 
the only working railway remaining in the Okanagan.
Cherries By Air
Since 2013, tons of Okanagan 
cherries go to market by 
plane, especially to China. 
The fruit is picked in the 
morning, and washed and 
graded in a packinghouse. Next, 
it’s o  by refrigerator truck (at a chilly 0 
degrees Celcius) to Vancouver or Seattle to 
catch an evening plane to Shanghai or Hong 
Kong. The last hop is by plane, truck, or river 
barge to the grocers – about 36 hours in all. 
That’s the time it once took to get an apple 
to Edmonton by rail. (See page 9.)
Cutting Out the “Middle Men”
For years, fruit growers shipped most 
of their crop to distant customers by 
rail. Local sales were small. With the 
completion of the Hope-Princeton 
Highway, a  oating bridge at Kelowna 
(1958), and the Rogers Pass section 
of the Trans-Canada Highway (1962), 
tourism in the valley shot up. Growers 
began to sell directly to passing 
motorists at roadside stands (left). Fruit 
stands remain popular to this day.
Photo: Mark S. Horne, courtesy of Rick Horne.
In 1975, all trains still had to carry a caboose. Within 
10 years, electronic devices made it possible to 
“supervise” the end of the train from the front.
The horizontal paddle means “stop.” Even as loco-
motives grew more powerful, and trains longer, 
semaphore signals like these remained the best 
way to communicate with engine drivers.
4
Photo: Parson’s Fruit Stand, Keremeos.
18
Congestion, Inc.
Tra  c volumes in the 1950s overwhelmed the little car ferries that ran back and forth across 
Lake Okanagan at Kelowna. The  oating bridge resolved that issue for a while. By 1981 
summer tra  c on the Okanagan Highway south of Ellison Field had tripled to 13,500 vehicles 
per day. Several stretches of the highway were 4-laned. Volumes had surpassed 25,000 by 
2008, when a new and wider bridge was built, and now have reached 35,000.
 e story of rail in the Okanagan looks to be a short one. About a 100 years separate 
rail’s dramatic arrival on scene from its meek exit. But is it gone for good? In a valley 
as narrow as ours, rising levels of population and greenhouse gas are putting a lid on 
the bene ts of car and plane travel. Before very long the interconnection of air, road, 
and rail travel may be a puzzle that we too simply have to solve.
Generation Next
By 2040, the Okanagan Valley is projected to be home to nearly 
half a million people.  e race against tra  c congestion and for 
air quality doesn’t seem to be one we can win just by driving and 
 ying. Maybe it’s time we got excited about railways all over again.
Emissions, Energy, & Air Quality
The steep sides of the valley often capture and hold air for long periods. This becomes a problem when we rely heavily on big emitters 
of greenhouse gas for transportation. When hauling freight, trucks discharge over  ve times the amount of carbon dioxide that trains 
do, per metric ton per kilometre. Going by rail, a metric ton of cargo goes six times further on a litre of fuel than a truck can manage.
CO2 emitted per metric ton 
of cargo, per kilometre Distance 1 metric ton of 
cargo travels per litre of fuel
Source: Chamber of Marine Commerce http://www.marinedelivers.com/environment
Source: British Columbia Tra  c Data Program, 1958, 1981, 2000, 2012.
Photo: Crossing the new William R. Bennett Bridge in 2008, Flickr davebloggs007.










































The Okanagan’s Great Age of Rail
Use the maps on this page to locate all the places marked in 
the magazine with a red button. 
1. Oyama isthmus
2. Portage










The “Okanagan Highway” is now Highway 97, marked with 
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Over a century ago, railways began to creep into the Okanagan Valley.  ey clattered and roared, whistled, fumed, and thundered. More people and more goods 
went faster and farther than ever before. Where railways went, 
steamboats, orchards, roads, mills, and mines soon followed. 
 is magazine is about how railways transformed life in the 
Okanagan – for better and for worse.
Photo: Down Memory Lane: Rutland 1908-2008 (Kelowna, BC)
All Steamed Up
For 100 years, the Okanagan Valley was awfully excited about railways. (above) In September 1929, locomotive 
#2102 stops at the Kelowna water tower before pulling out with a string of  “reefers” loaded with McIntosh 
apples. (left) Residents gawk at the  rst engine to arrive in Kelowna in September 1925. (below) Members of a 
happy Rutland family pose at the station with passengers just o  the train, or waiting to climb aboard.
Photos (top): Kelowna Public Archives: KPA#1516 and (inset) KPA#5588.
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